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▼Autoradiography is used to visualize radioactive samples
bound to filters or present within gel or other matrices
(Ref. 1), or for experiments using chemiluminescence.
Weak signals are frequently obtained by autoradiography
of DNA or RNA molecules hybridized to filters after South-
ern or northern blotting, plaque or colony lifts, due to low
abundance of target DNA, poor hybridization or both. If
the background hybridization is also low, producing a clean
background, it is often difficult to align the autoradiograph
with the radioactive filters.
Several solutions to this problem have been adopted by
various laboratories. Stickers labeled with radioactive ink,
made by mixing a small amount of 32P-labeled nucleotide
with waterproof black ink, can be taped to the backing to
which the filters are attached. This procedure requires mon-
itoring, since the pen is a source of potential radioactive
contamination, and the ink needs to be replenished every
month as the radioactivity decays (Ref. 1). Alternatively,
several biotechnology companies sell luminescent stickers
($200 for 300 stickers) or pens ($300 each).
We have discovered an inexpensive, safe alternative to ei-
ther messy radioactive pens or expensive luminescent stick-
ers or pens. CrayolaTM ‘Glow in the Dark’ crayons (Binney
and Smith, Easton, PA) in packages of 7 colored crayons can
be obtained from many toy stores for a few dollars. Each
member of the laboratory can possess their own crayon for
use in their experiments. When exposed to light and then
used to write on a label, the crayon creates a luminescent
image, which is captured on the autoradiography film. In
contrast to the stickers, the crayons can be used to label
the film with the date, blot number, and other relevant
information so that this information will appear directly
on the processed autoradiograph. Because the crayons are
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FIGURE 1. Identification of autoradiographs by crayon marking. A
‘Glow in the Dark’ crayon was used to mark a sheet of paper which was
then exposed to Amersham Hyperfilm and autoradiographed for (a) 30
min and (b) 24 h.
inexpensive (compared with the commercially available lu-
minescent pen) as much information as needed to identify
the filter(s) can be written on a piece of paper taped to two
corners of the backing used to mount the filter.
The ‘Glow in the Dark’ crayons are effective for short
(15 minute) and long (7 day) exposures to X-ray film
(Fig. 1). As with luminescent stickers or pens, the im-
age becomes more diffuse with time. Marks in oppo-
site corners of the backing allow easy alignment of the
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autoradiograph film with the mounted filters. We have
found CrayolaTM ‘Glow in the Dark’ crayons to be an ef-
fective, inexpensive and safe method to mark and align
autoradiographs.
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